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Exporting Nollywood: Nigerian
Video Filmmaking in Europe

Alessandro Jedlowski

hen Kenneth Nnebue, a Nigerian electronics dealer, produced the film

Living in Bondage in 1992, he probably had no idea of what its release would
represent 20 years later. But today, among Africans of all nationalities, the title of
this film is synonymous with the birth of the largest entertainment industry in
Africa." The Nigerian video film industry, commonly referred to as Nollywood, is
indeed considered to be one of the largest film industries in the world.> The films
produced there circulate all over Africa and throughout the African diaspora in
Europe and elsewhere.’ To many, the emergence of the Nigerian video industry
represents the most important event in the recent history of African media. The
video industry has managed to develop autonomously without any support from
the government. It created independent and informal systems of production, dis-
tribution, and exhibition, which enabled the production of low-budget films that
were released straight to video and watched in most cases at home or in informal
neighborhood screening venues.*

As the Nigerian journalist Steve Ayorinde has underlined, Nigerian videos
have circulated among Nigerian and sub-Saharan African people in Europe and
North America since the industry’s early days.> As is often the case with the con-
sumption of indigenous media in diasporic contexts, Nigerian videos became the
vector through which people managed to create and maintain multiple forms of
connection with their homeland. Videos participated in the construction of an
Afrocentric transnational and diasporic mediascape that still appeals to people of
African descent throughout the world today. As I have explained elsewhere,’ for a
long time, videos circulated through informal and pirated networks, but the indus-
try has progressively realized the economic potential of the diasporic market and it
is now trying to formalize it. However, besides this recent development, the dias-
pora has played an influential role in the industry’s general economy almost since
the video phenomenon began.

First of all, the diaspora has been used by Nigerian directors and producers as
both a setting and a narrative device. As Jonathan Haynes discusses,” films that
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thematize the experience of living abroad that are partially or entirely set outside
Nigeria and Africa have almost become a genre in their own right. The prodyc.
tion of films of this kind has witnessed a remarkable increase following the great
popular success of two Nigerian films set in Europe, Osuofia in London (2003) anq
Dangerous Twins (2004). The success of these films gave Nigerian producers an
idea of the commercial potential of such stories, and countless diaspora-centered
films were released.

While some Nigerian producers used foreign settings as a narrative device, the
diaspora also became an autonomous site of production. The success of Nigerian
videos among diasporic Africans encouraged some Nigerian entrepreneurs based
in Europe and North America to set up autonomous ventures. Production com-
panies of this kind emerged in many European countries (Holland, Germany,
Belgium, Italy, Spain, and the United Kingdom) as well as in the United States
and Canada. There are numerous interesting aspects to this phenomenon that
seems to constitute a rather original development in the recent history of dias-
poric and migrant filmmaking.® While the emergence of diasporic and migrant
cinema in both Europe and North America is indeed a long-term, widely doc-
umented phenomenon, the creation of independent production companies that
intend to reproduce the format and structure of an indigenous popular culture
industry within the diaspora is a subject that has rarely been focused on.’

The central aim of this chapter is therefore to describe this phenomenon and
try and define its main features. In doing so, this article will try to address an area
of analysis that is often left at the margins of both production studies and diasporic
cinema studies, namely the analysis and interpretation of the production strategies
developed within the diasporic context. On the one hand, as I will discuss in more
detail in the first section of this chapter, most of the work that has focused on
diasporic and migrant filmmaking has focused on the film’s “text” rather than on
the economic and entrepreneurial strategies developed to produce the film itself."®
On the other hand, most of the work in production studies has mainly dealt with
Western production practices, and when, for example, in the remarkable study of
the Bollywood industry by Tejaswini Ganti, it has focused on non-Western film
industries, the analysis of diasporic production practices has been left at its mar-

gins.'' By applying the ethnographic methodology that defines much of scholarly

production studies to diasporic and migrant filmmaking in this context, this chap-
ter will place emphasis on the emergence and progressive consolidation of a range
of production strategies that might acquire particular relevance in the definition
of filmmaking practices in Europe and elsewhere in years to come.

The data presented and analyzed in this chapter were gathered during the
ethnographic studies I conducted between 2009 and 2011 in Nigeria, Italy, and
England as part of a research project about the transnationalization of the Nigerian
video industry’s economy. Using anthropological methodology, I engaged in par-
ticipative observation on film sets and distribution venues, interviewed industry
insiders in Nigeria and abroad, and raised issues relating to the production and
consumption of video films by audiences in Nigeria and Europe.'?

This chapter is divided into three sections. In the first section I will outline
the theoretical context within which the analysis of the emergence of Nigerian
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diasporic filmmaking can be set. In the second, I will present the history of the
emergence of Nollywood production companies in various European countries
from a comparative perspective. I will outline the specificities of the modes of pro-
duction and distribution that these companies have developed and discuss their
interrelations with production and distribution infrastructures in both Europe
and Nigeria in the third section.

Migrant and Diasporic Filmmaking in Europe: Theories and Practices

Migrant and diasporic filmmaking began in Europe as early as the mid-twentieth
century, when significant waves of migration from southern European and extra-
European countries began to modify the continent’s demographic structure. The
first occurrences of this kind emerged in the most industrialized European coun-
tries: the United Kingdom, France, and Germany. The first academic attempts
to conceptualize migrant and diasporic cinema were thus formulated in relation
to the film productions that appeared in these countries. As Daniela Berghahn
and Claudia Sternberg have shown, the way these forms of filmmaking have been
theorized varies in relation to the principle used to differentiate them from main-
stream cinema production. Migrant and diasporic films have indeed been analyzed
through multiple prisms such as “social categorization (Migrantenkino), racial
or ethno-national emphases (Cinéma du métissage, black and Asian British film,
French beur cinema), linguistic or spatial concepts (accented cinema, banlieu films,
cinema of double occupancy) and transnational approaches (Third cinema, black
films, cinema of the South Asian diaspora).”"> As I suggested earlier, however, it
must be noted that within this context, very little scholarship has directly focused
on the analysis of the production strategies that emerged in relation to diasporic
and migrant filmmaking in Europe. On the contrary, most of the attention has
been directed toward the analysis of the narrative and aesthetic specificities of the
films produced within such contexts, and the methodology applied has generally
been closer to text analysis than ethnographic investigation.

Nevertheless, even though such scholarly studies propose a theoretical
approach to the study of diasporic filmmaking that is significantly different from
the one this article intends to posit, they can shed light on the present analysis by
offering a number of useful conceptual tools that can help us to understand the
sociopolitical, economic, and cultural conditions that define the experience of the
diasporic subject’s everyday life. This influences the economic and entrepreneurial
strategies developed within the diasporic context. As Vicki Mayer underlined,
there is a close relationship between the micro (the individual) and macro (the
society) stories that interweave during the production process. “As a field of
study”—Mayer emphasizes—

“production study” captures. .. the ways that power operates locally through media
production to reproduce social hierarchies and inequalities at the level of daily
interaction. In other words, production studies “ground” social theories by show-
ing us how specific production sites, actors or activities teach us larger lessons
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about workers,

culture.' scriptwriting and directing, and by involving families and friends in the production

their practices and their roles in relation to politics, economics ang
or as actors to keep the costs down. *!

The limited budgets that tend to define these films push migrant and diasporic
directors to constantly experiment with new, more affordable technologies. Fur-
thermore, the specificity of these technologies, which are mostly digital, portable,
and economically accessible, plays an important part in enabling the circulation of
migrant and diasporic films, even among largely fragmented and dispersed audi-
ences. This circulation rarely goes through the conventional distribution channels.
“While the most successful films might manage to circulate in film festivals and
thematic retrospectives, a large part of migrant and diasporic films is distributed
informally through the rhizomatic networks traced by what Francoise Lionnet and
Shu-mei Shih have defined as “minor transnationalism.”*

Besides the theoretical framework defined by the corpus of academic stud-
ies on migrant and diasporic cinema, the research on the growing influence of
nonresident Indian (NRI) films within the economy of the Indian film indus-

~ try is also useful for this analysis.”> Even though there are numerous differences
* between this phenomenon and the case analyzed here, it raises a number of impor-
tant points that are relevant to this discussion. As I stated above, in most cases,
migrant and diasporic cinema have been looked at through the prism of a Third
Cinema—inspired theory, which emphasizes the political importance of this kind
~ of film production, its intrinsic value as an act of resistance, and its potential
to subvert the nation-state’s official discourse. However, research on NRI films
highlights the role of popular culture in processes of identity transformation and
re-articulation within the diaspora. It therefore gives us useful elements to ana-
lyze the contents and structure of diasporic popular culture and focuses on the
connection between these cultural formations and the industrial economy of cul-
tural production in the homeland. As Aswin Punathambekar has underlined,
Indian people within the diaspora have watched Indian films collectively since
the 1960s/1970s in order to get together and reassert their connection with the
homeland as well as their existence as a community.* Since the mid-1990s, how-
ever, due to a number of changes that affected the economy of the film industry in
India and pushed its organization toward higher levels of formalization, the role
of diasporic audiences has become more significant economically, accounting for
almost 30 percent of the industry’s earnings by 2004.” This produced a number
of significant changes in the content of Bollywood films and in the industry’s eco-
nomic organization. It also opened new avenues of circulation for the Indian film
industry within the global cinema arena. As many scholars have emphasized,*
the massive consumption of Bollywood films in the diaspora and the progressive
transformation of the narrative and aesthetic features of Indian films to cater for
the tastes of diasporic audiences acted as a bridge that introduced Bollywood into
the global cinema arena and made it familiar to Western audiences.

Many of the specificities of migrant and diasporic “auteur” filmmaking and
NRI Bollywood productions can also be identified in the emergence of Nigerian
video production companies in Europe. As I suggested earlier, contrary to the dias-
poric and migrant films analyzed in the scholarly studies discussed above, Nigerian

In this sense, as this chapter will highlight, there is a strong interc .

between the position that the diasporic subject inhabits within the socia(;r;'n :

t}}e host. country, the way diasporic film productions are organized, and tl? h

diasporic filmmaking occupies within the larger framework deﬁnec’i by E y :

and national cinema policies and infrastructures. s
Even though they have focused on different case studies, most of th

t}Tat analyzed diasporic and migrant cinema have agreed that this producte' -

high level of political engagement. Within this framework, diaspora and ni;mh

are seen as phenomena that inhabit a “third space” within the social archiﬁra ;
of a country’s population, a place that is both within and beyond the spher: ecf
nation."” The existence of this space and the subjects in it implicitly anI:i in A )
challenge the integrity of the nation-state and its homogeneity as an “irrel‘m'ab
c_omrTlunity.”'6 Indeed, in Abdelmalek Sayad’s analysis, the experience of ;’glln
tion is characterized by a “double absence;” an existential condition created by
the fact that one is neither completely “here” nor completely “there” and l»«
how foreign 'everywhere.” In Thomas Elsaesser’s words, this kind of condition
gen'er.ates.a cinema of “double occupancy,” cinema that narrates the experien
of living in one place while constantly referring to the fact of belonging some‘“
where else." In relation to this condition, films produced in the diaspora can be
deﬁl}ed, as suggested by Hamid Naficy, as “accented”; they are characterized by a
SpCC}ﬁC narrative and aesthetic nuance that is a reminder of their connection toa
specific geographical (cultural, economic, and political) elsewhere. In this sense,
.these films can be labeled as “interstitial,” because they occupy a position of radicai
in-betweenness. According to Naficy, “accented films are interstitial because they
are created astride and in the interstices of social formation and cinematic prac-
t1ce§. Consequently they are simultaneously local and global, and they resonate
against the prevailing cinematic production practices, at the same time that they
benefit from them.”

‘ Naﬁ§y’s remarks allow us to move from the socioeconomic condition of the
diasporic subject to the specificities of the film production strategies the subject
de.velops. Indeed, as he exists in a space of social and existential interstitiality, the
migrant filmmaker has to play with its “double occupancy” and multiple identities
s_trategically. He therefore has to experiment with transnational and unconven-
tional ‘funding strategies. By using them, he places his work both at the periphery
f’f national cinema infrastructures and at the centre of transnational and global
1theract.ions. This intrinsically fragile and fluid position means that migrant and
d1a§p0rlc cinema’s modes of production are often informa! and based on mutual |
solidarity and cooperation rather than on contractual forms of collaboration.
As Mariagiulia Grassilli has emphasized, within this framework

|

7.

gIa

tﬁlm—mfakers very often...perform multiple functions (film-maker, director, edi-
or, scriptwriter, et cetera) and personally invest in their films, direct] ¢

: 3 y financing a
share of the budget, either through personal funds or in-kind by waving the fee !Eor
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E;(;ductt}llon c}(l)mpan}es' based in l'Elllrope focus on entertainment-oriented prodye.
rather than artistic and politically engaged production. They produ .
the case of NRI Bollywood ventures, entertainment films aimed at dias el
ences but Fhey also do so from within the diaspora itself. They are thus I(’l?flc 5
fr<-)m ’the industry in Nigeria and eventually enter into ambiguous ¢ ISSOCl_a‘ted

with it. As a result, even if the analytical concepts that I have just di;) e
useful and inspiring, they are not enough to describe the complexit ocfus}fed .
nomenon that I intend to analyze. One could say, for instance, that tl?e e o
of Nigerian production companies in Europe can fall betwee;l the prodr;l:':ii;nq; ;

0

migrant and diasporic cinema and the progressive transformation of the role £
ol

NITDI films in the Bollyw9od economy. However, such a generic statement needs
to be furth?r der:loped, in part through the analysis of the historical evolutio
Nigerian diasporic production companies. "

Nollywood Abroad: Nigerian Video Filmmaking in Europe

Doublf? “A” Entertainment created by Tony Dele Akynyemi and Leonard Ajayi
Odekhlr'an in Eindhoven, in the Netherlands, around 1998 was the first Ni ejra' ¢
pr.odu.ctlon company to appear in Europe. As reported by Sophie Samyn t}%e tl\:irn
Nigerians met soon after arriving in Holland at the beginning of the 1990’5 il ;
were bothipartly involved in the entertainment industry before leaving 'Ni erZ
(Akynyemi used to work for a local television station and Ajayi—Odekhirangwas
a dancer and singer), but when they left the country the local video film indus-
tr?l had not yet emerged. As they explain in the interview that Samyn conducted
leth them,*® they learnt about Nollywood in Europe and they became enthusias- ’
tic fans. They drew inspiration from the Nigerian video films they had watched
over the years, decided to set up their own production company, and in 1998
they produced their first video, Under Pressure. The video shot w’ith few mean;
recounts tl}e biographical experiences of the two producers and tells the story of
a young Nigerian who moves to Holland and struggles to settle down and build
a new life for himself. The video managed to circulate widely through informal
networks among diasporic audiences but it did not cover its production costs.
HOV\'reve.r, its success with diasporic audiences gave the two producers enough
motivation to continue their venture and produce three other videos over the next
few years: Dapo Junior (2000), Holland Heat (2002), and From Amsterdam with
Love (2003).

Whlle' Akynyemi and Ajayi-Odekhiran’s work can be seen as the avant-garde
of ngerl'an video production in Europe, in the early 2000s there was a boom in
the creation of diasporic production companies. It is around this period that, as
I suggested at the beginning of this chapter, a number of videos set in Europe
but produced by companies based in Nigeria (such as Osuofia in London and
Dfmgerous Twins) achieved astonishing commercial success both in Nigeria and
within the diaspora. Their success attracted the interest of numerous Nigerians

ll lﬂg mn Europe and n P g
\'% > ew productlon Companles began to spri (&
ng up 1n num rous
p
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In the United Kingdom, Obi Emelonye, a young Nigerian living in London
since the early 1990s, created the company Basic Input and released his first video,
Good Friends (2000). Following a short stay in Nigeria, he returned to the UK,
and created a new production company called The Nollywood Factory. With this
new company, Emelonye went on to produce several films, such as Echoes of War
(2003), The London Successor (2006), Lucky Joe (2006), The Mirror Boy (2010), and
Last Flight to Abuja (2012), some of which were released in mainstream cinemas
all over the United Kingdom.

Isaac Izoya, a Nigerian journalist based in Berlin since the end of the 1990s,
created Ehizoya Golden Entertainment in Germany in 2003. The production com-
pany has released three videos: Zero Your Mind (2003), Love in Berlin... The
Meeting Point (2007), and Run But Can’t Hide I & II (2008). Izoya’s videos
were successful both in Nigeria and within the Nigerian diaspora in Europe
thanks to the specific production and distribution strategies he introduced; these
included hiring successful Nollywood filmmakers to direct the videos and organiz-
ing promotional tours in Europe with well-known Nollywood actors and stand-up
comedians. I will discuss these strategies in more detail below but one can argue
that thanks to these strategies Izoya is probably the most famous diasporic pro-
ducer in Nigeria and the one who, together with Emelonye, has managed to reach
the largest audience, both in Nigeria and in the diaspora.

Two production companies emerged in Italy in the mid-2000s: IGB Film and
Music Industry, created in Brescia by Prince Frank Abieyuwa Osharhenoguwu in
2001, and GVK, created in Turin by Vincent Omoigui and Rose Okoh in 2006.
The two companies developed different production and distribution strategies.”
Osharhenoguwu was involved in the video industry before leaving Nigeria and had
already produced three video films before arriving in Italy. Since he created IGB,
the company has released four new titles (Kiki Marriage [2003], Abroad Wahala

[2005], The Only Way after Home but It’s Risky [2007], and The Hard Nut to Crack
[2008]), which have mainly circulated among Nigerian diasporic audiences in Italy
and within the regional market in Edo State, the Nigerian region where the pro-
ducer is from. The creators of GVK had no prior experience of filmmaking and
film production before moving to Italy. After the release of their first video film,
Efe-Obomwan, in 2006, they decided to change their venture to target both Nige-
rian and Italian audiences. They therefore started collaborating with an Italian
filmmaker, Simone Sandretti, and worked on four film projects: Uwado (2008),
Akpegi Boyz (2009), “We Are Not Slaves” (not completed), and “Blinded Devil”
(not completed).” The videos had rather limited circulation, mainly through
small film festivals and privately organized screenings but they garnered good
support from the local press and local institutions.

The last Nigerian production company to be created was the Association of
Nigerian Actors and Actresses in Belgium (ANAABEL), founded in Antwerp,
Belgium, by John Osas Omoregie in 2003. Like Vincent Omoigui and Rose Okoh,
Omoregie did not have any experience of filmmaking before moving to Europe
but, as Samyn has showed,”" while in Beigium he became familiar with Tony Dele
Akynyemi, Leonard Ajayi-Odekhiran, and Isaac Izoya’s works and was inspired
by them. He set up his own production company and has since released five
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videos: Igho Evbu.e Ebo (2003), Desperate Heart (2007), Mama Why Me? [ ¢ I
(2098), The Immigrant Eyes (2010), and Amazing World (2010). After an initj ]
period of economic hardship due to a number of personal problems Omorel'la’ll
work received an important boost thanks to Nollywood Abroad (2002;) the d -
mentary Belgian documentary filmmaker Saartje Geerts made about hi)m.32 -

Production Strategies in a Comparative Perspective

The overview of the history of these production companies that I have just givy
allows for a comparative evaluation of the production and distribution stratge -
that they have developed. Like other experiences of migrant and diasporic cine:grlles
these production companies exist in a space of social and cultural in—betweennes:’
However, if they are compared to the instances of migrant and diasporic cinem;;
[ discussed above (those defined by artistic and politically engaged orientation)
their in-betweenness is radicalized by a number of factors. On the one hand as’:
j(hey were based on the model of the Nigerian video industry, a popular cult’ure
industry with commercial rather than artistic orientation, these production com-
panies could not find space in the European funding system. This system promotes
cultural diversity while also setting specific aesthetic and narrative standards aimed
at author-cinema rather than popular entertainment.”® On the other hand, by try-
ing t.o make commercial films from a peripheral position, these companies faced
unfair competition from both European national film industries and Nollywood.
These companies at the margin of these industries hardly managed to compete
on the same level as mainstream commercial film productions of both traditions.
Since their budgets were generally lower than that of mainstream productions, the
narrative and aesthetic language was more hybrid, and their access to established
networks of distribution in both regions (West Africa and Europe) was limited,
these production companies had to elaborate original solutions that could give
them access to larger economic resources.

The strategies applied by each production company were very different, and
they had different and sometimes even contradicting goals. While some companies
tried to change their modes of operation to target cinema festivals and interna-
'tion:?l black diasporic audiences, others tried to create links with the video industry
in Nigeria and thereby gain access to its market. While some managed to achieve
their goal, many others remained stuck in their position of in-betweenness, barely
su.rviving in very critical economic conditions. As Toni Abulu, who is himself a
ng.erian diasporic filmmaker, has emphasized when referring to Nigerian dias-
poric productions in the United States, “[they] are lost in between! They didn’t
manage to do mainstream American movies and they didn’t build a niche market
for themselves [in the United States]. But they still don’t have a strong market [in
Nigeria]. They are lost in the middle of two worlds!”* Abulu’s remark also applies
to diasporic production companies based in Europe. Some examples will help to
further develop this discussion.

: As I mentioned above, the two most successful diasporic production compa-
nies are, at least in my view, Isaac Izoya’s Ehizoya Golden Entertainment and Obi
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Emelonye’s The Nollywood Factory. An analysis of the opposing production and
distribution strategies they developed will help to identify the main tendencies
within the landscape of Nigerian diasporic filmmaking in Europe. As it is a pop-
ular culture industry, Nollywood is based upon a well-consolidated star system.”
Video sales depend more on the “faces” printed on VCD and DVD sleeves rather
than on solid film plots and narrative structure. Diasporic filmmakers inevitably
had to come to terms with this reality to position their work in the market.

Isaac Izoya is probably the diasporic director who adhered most explicitly to
this system. To compete with mainstream Nollywood releases, he hired a very
successful Nigerian filmmaker, Lancelot Oduwa Imasuen, to direct most of his
productions, and the casts often featured well-known Nigerian stars.”® Tony Dele
Akynyemi and Leonard Ajayi-Odekhiran had already applied this strategy a few
years before Izoya when they brought Nigerian stars Saint Obi and Liz Benson
to Holland to shoot Dapo Junior. But the production costs that this initiative
required (the actors’ fees, travel and accommodation expenses, and visa fees) were
hard to recover, and the participation of these actors was not enough to make the
film economically profitable. To avoid similar problems, Izoya organized paral-
lel entertainment events during which fans could meet the stars. The first event
of this kind was organized in Germany in 2003 and, due to its success, it was
repeated a few times over the following years. Each time, new European coun-
tries were added to the promotional tours.” Often, the stars brought to Europe
for these kinds of events were also featuring in a new production, thus cutting the
costs of travel, accommodation, and visa procedures and increasing profits. Fur-
thermore, by applying this strategy, Izoya made a name for himself as a Nigerian
cultural ambassador and was often portrayed by the Nigerian press as a man who
will be remembered for helping to bring Nollywood to world attention. This gave
him solid connections within Nollywood and made it easier to market his films
in Nigeria.

Obi Emelonye adopted a very different strategy. As he underlined in a recent
interview, since the beginning of his career as a filmmaker, he has wanted to
differentiate his work from Nollywood mainstream productions. He therefore
oriented himself toward higher-budget films that would allow Nollywood to
enter the global arena. “Once I started making films in Nollywood I told myself
that...I wasn’t going to use the so called stars. I wanted to create my brand,
up to the level that my name carries the film as opposite to have a star to
sell it”** To do this, Emelonye got involved in transnational coproductions (i.e.,
UK/Nigeria/Sierra Leone for Echoes of War and UK/Nigeria/Gambia for The Mir-
ror Boy), used expensive recording equipment, and targeted cinema audiences.
With these production and distribution strategies, he became the first Nollywood
director whose films were released in Odeon cinemas all over the UK. Together
with a number of other diasporic Nigerian artists in 2010, he promoted an initia-
tive at the British Film Institute in London to sanction the birth of “New Nigerian
cinema,” a movement that intends to promote higher production values for Nol-
lywood films while targeting the global film market. By applying this strategy,
Emelonye aligned himself with a number of Nigerian diasporic directors operat-
ing in the United States and Canada who have decided to produce higher-budget
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ﬁlms. to target international cinema audiences.®> While the work of these dir,
t(?rs 1s giving Nigerian cinema and Nollywood a new position within the , e;:-
cinema landscape, their films are introducing important aesthetic and narr. e
transformations that are progressively moving these films away from Nj at'lve
popular audiences. To achieve wider recognition, these directors had togerlan
toward more standardized narrative and aesthetic formats that could e 'Ilnove
accepted by international audiences. i

While Izoya’s production strategies try to reduce the distance between mai
strean.l Nollywood films and diasporic productions by accepting the rules Ofatl}?_
Nigerian video market, Emelonye’s are oriented toward the creation of a space f; ;
th.e emergence of high-production-value films within Nollywood to repositio 4
within the global cinema arena. Using the recent transnational development ofltlhlt
Bollywood industry as a model, the directors and producers who, like Emelon 5
are making this strategic move tend to target worldwide African diasporic auZl’?’
ences rather than local Nigerian audiences. As a result, their films access theatric;i
distribution in Nigeria and are watched in cinemas in the suburbs of London
New York, and Huston (to name but a few). But they are hardly available on,
DVP and VCD in the countless open-air street markets that characterize the West
African .urban economy, where, on the contrary, cheap mainstream Nollywood
prf)ductlons are still dominant. Even if they maintain a rather entertainment-
oriented style, these films tend to move toward narrative and aesthetic formats
that reflect their new marketing orientation and transformed production strate-
gies. These transformations are ultimately moving production companies like
Emelonye’s toward progressive “gentrification”® and alignment with European
film production and distribution models.

The other Nigerian diasporic production companies that I mentioned above all
fall between the opposite poles represented by Izoya’s and Emelonye’s solutions.
Some o.f them, such as IGB in Italy and ANAABEL in Belgium, tend to reproduce
the mainstream Nollywood formula but they suffer from their lack of connections
to key economic players in the Nigerian industry. The works they produce hardly
circulate outside the diasporic networks. For this reason, they are not economically
self-sufficient and survive thanks to the constant dedication of their creators and
th-e support of local diasporic communities. Other companies such as GVK in Italy
tried to move beyond the boundaries of the Nigerian and African diaspora. How-
ever, even though their attempts to create an intercultural film language that could
appeal to both African and European audiences have been well received, they are in
an amt?iguous position. The films they produce are not “Nollywood style” enough
to captivate Nigerian popular audiences but they are not “European” enough to be
distributed in cinemas in the West.

An example from my ethnographic experience will make this point clearer and
draw this chapter to a close. While following the work of GVK in Turin, I observed
the difficulties that the directors, Vincent Omoigui and Simone Sandretti, and the
pr.oducer, Rose Okobh, faced as a consequence of their ambiguous position between
Nigerian and Italian film industries and production practices. They repeatedly
tri'ed to get funding from local agencies in Italy such as the Piedmont Film Com-
mission based in Turin, but when they finally got some support for the film
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project “Blinded Devil,” it turned out to be a film school scholarship for Omoigui.
Omoigui accepted the scholarship but he could not help but take the offer as
proof that Italian funding agencies could not accept the kind of cinema he wanted
to produce (entertainment-oriented cinema based on an Afrocentric rather than
Eurocentric narrative and aesthetic canon). To garner support, the film project had
to be scrutinized by Italian cinema experts and was eventually altered to adhere to
the narrative and aesthetic models that Italian funding agencies would expect to
find in a migrant film. When they tried to distribute their third video film (Akpegi
Boyz) in Nigeria, Omoigui and Okoh faced countless difficulties because they lived
in Italy and could therefore not undertake the distribution process in Nigeria per-
sonally.*! In order to be released, the film had to be certified by the Nigerian
censors board and a number of industry associations. Each process entailed fees
that were often increased by opportunist intermediaries because Omoigui and
Okoh knew very little about the specifics of bureaucratic regulations.*? As a result,
the couple wasted lot of money, and in the end, the film was not released on the

Nigerian market.

Conclusion: Diasporic Production Companies and “Parallel”
Cinema Practices

As the above anecdote shows, the diasporic production companies that did not
manage to align themselves closely with the Nigerian or European production
models, as Izoya and Emelonye tried to do, fell into an in-between space that
reflects the radically vulnerable position occupied by migrant and diasporic film-
makers. This shows how production and distribution practices, in Europe as well
as in Nigeria, are based on complex processes of social, economic, and cultural
inclusion and exclusion. But the activity of diasporic Nigerian production compa-
nies also draws our attention to the emergence and consolidation of production
and distribution practices at the margins of consolidated film industries’ field of
action. Contrary to popular belief, these spaces are highly dynamic and productive.
I am not referring to amateur film practices or experimental artistic productions
like those that Laura Marks has analyzed in depth,” which are both extremely
dynamic in their own terms. [ am referring to the activity of production companies
that conceptualize themselves as part of the mainstream, intend to produce com-
mercial cinema, and are therefore eager to accept any compromise that will make
them commercially successful. These companies inhabit a highly complex space in
which the fulfillment of high ambitions is impeded by very limited resources, and
multiple systems of legitimization are forced to collide in a bid to access the larger
set of possible economic options (in terms of funding, production facilities, access
to audiences, and so on).

The contrast that exists between the way these production companies and those
working for them conceptualize their own work (as part of the Nollywood phe-
nomenon and therefore part of a transnational and highly commercial film indus-
try), and the actual position these ventures occupy within the cinema production
landscape of the countries in which they operate tells us something about how
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film production is chan

ging in Burope:The emergence and consolidati
erful media industries i 4 o of pow.

n the Global South have led to an increase in the nump

of centers that authorize and legitimize different filmmaking practices. The IE .
also made the circuits that produce these films travel and become ec.ono il
successful. To borrow Brian Larkin’s notion of “parallel” modernities““ﬁrtr}l,lc 1

rpodernities that are made of a range of South—South connections and int "
tions that often escape the attention of analysts based in the “West”—the exierrela~
a.nd work of the production companies analyzed in this chapter draw our Sttfthe
tion to a world of “parallel” cinema practices® that cannot be conceptualia de o
(or solely as) a set of practices at the margins of European film production g[‘eh 4
production practices are doubly peripheral (in relation to European film ind.ust i
on the one hand, and Nollywood on the other) but they are also central in deﬁnriles
new ways of conceiving cinema in Europe as opposed to European cinema Then

practices make Europe peripheral to an elsewhere (in this case Nigeria a.nd t}?e
Nigerian video film industry)* and create a space where Europe (and Euro eae
film practices) can interact with the (one-time) “peripheries” of Euro-AmeEc .
cultural and economic power, in new, meaningful, and unexpected ways. 3
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